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Lauren Heidbrink’s Migrant Youth, Transnational 
Families, and the State opens by recounting the story of 
five-year-old Elian Gonzalez, who was taken to Miami 
as an unaccompanied child in 1999. Elian’s mother 
and stepfather died while attempting to bring him from 
Cuba to the United States, leaving him at the centre 
of a legal battle between his extended family, United 
States immigration enforcement, and Cuban authorities, 
each claiming to have his best interests at heart. In 
sharing this story, Heidbrink sets the tone for the rest of 
the book, which focuses on the contradictions within 
the care and immigration systems in the United States, 
with particular reference to the way these systems affect 
unaccompanied migrant children and their families.
The book provides a thoroughly investigated 
and well-presented account of some of the tensions, 
contradictions, and competing interests between 
American state and federal laws and its immigration 
and care policies. Central to Heidbrink’s endeavour 
is showing how unaccompanied migrant children are 
positioned, from a legal perspective, between their 
families and the state. They are essentially caught 
between two discourses: one that depicts them as victims 
who are deprived of the care and attention they are 
thought to need, another that portrays them as illegal 
dissidents who pose a threat to national security. Rather 
than dwell on the contradictions themselves, however, 
Heidbrink’s focus is on the agentic ways migrant 
children respond to and reflect on the opportunities and 
constraints they face.
Heidbrink’s particular emphasis on the experiences of 
migrant children is unique; as she points out, there have 
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not been many studies that emphasize the perspective 
of migrant children, let alone unaccompanied migrant 
children, despite the large number of children on the 
move today and throughout history. The tendency to 
overlook the agency of children and to view them simply 
as dependants or as members of family units and/or 
households is a primary reason for this absence. Another 
problem, however, is the lack of data on migrant children, 
which may be attributed to the diverse ways in which 
they are classified by immigration regimes and to the 
broad range of migration programs they move through. 
Her study, therefore, makes a major contribution to the 
field insofar as it uses an ethnographic approach that 
highlights the experiences of a highly inaccessible group: 
unaccompanied young people moving through hard-to-
reach spaces such as immigration detention centres, border 
stations, and immigration and family courts.
Heidbrink approaches the subject matter of her book 
with great sensitivity. This is evident from the effort she 
made to seek ethical clearance from multiple research 
review committees (within the academy as well as 
some of the other organizations under study) prior to 
starting her research. She also sought the guidance and 
approval of numerous other individuals and organizations 
who were well positioned to assist her in securing the 
well-being of her participants (13). The study is based 
on an ambitious research design and an impressive 
amount of material collected over a three-year period. 
Heidbrink conducted a detailed survey and interviews 
with eighty-two children in Spanish, Portuguese, English, 
and (with the assistance of an interpreter) Mandarin. 
She also did fieldwork and made observations at three 
federal detention facilities for unaccompanied children 
in Texas and Illinois and within four federal foster care 
programs in Texas, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. Finally, 
250 individual stakeholder interviews were conducted 
with government and NGO staff, attorneys, guardians ad 
litem, judges, Congress members, community leaders, 
Border Patrol agents, United States Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents, consular officials, 
foster families, teachers, researchers, and policy-makers. 
Some of these interviews were even conducted off United 
States soil, in El Salvador and Mexico. Heidbrink also 
analyzed paperwork concerning the cases of certain 
unaccompanied migrant children in federal custody.
The 196-page book is made up of six chapters and 
a brief conclusion. Chapter 1 lays out the theoretical 
framework, the methodology, and key definitions for the 
study. It also introduces some of the tensions between the 
United States immigration system and the care system that 
will be elaborated on throughout the book. Heidbrink 
highlights the particular place of children in these debates 
and her reasons for focusing on unaccompanied migrant 
children and their kinship networks in the United States 
and abroad.
In chapter 2, Heidbrink emphasizes how 
unaccompanied migrant children are often caught 
between discourses that depict them either as unauthorized 
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aliens or as humanitarian refugees. Within the United 
States immigration regime, the line between childhood 
and adulthood may blur; in court, children are sometimes 
treated as adults and, as such, as illegal immigrants who 
pose a threat to the state and must be removed from the 
country. From another perspective, however, the children 
who come unaccompanied to the USA are often seen 
as lacking strong family ties; these young people are 
therefore viewed as vulnerable and in need of care and 
guidance or else they may risk becoming delinquent. 
Race, ethnicity, gender, education level, and socio-
economic status also factor in the ways delinquency and 
criminality are understood.
In chapter 3, Heidbrink emphasizes the relationships 
between the state, the family, and unaccompanied children. 
In doing so, she provides a historical, political, economic, 
and social perspective. She discusses how children came to 
be the legal dependents of adults and how this has played 
out not only in family law but also in immigration law. The 
chapter introduces and critiques the Special Immigrant 
Juvenile (SIJ) Status, which was introduced in the 1990s 
but which has been used increasingly in the 2000s. SIJ 
Status affords some children who qualify—mostly by virtue 
of being independent from parental control—the right to 
citizenship in the United States. The policy is limited in 
scope, however, and, significantly, it forces children to 
forfeit their kinship networks in favour of strengthening their 
relationship to the state, sometimes with disastrous effects 
on family relationships.
Chapter 4 builds on chapter 3 by considering the 
specific case of one Guatemalan child named Deruba. 
His narrative is used to highlight how young people must 
navigate around structural constraints in order to achieve 
the aspirations they hold as individuals while still being 
responsible for their families. Again, the tensions between 
state and federal approaches to assisting children are 
highlighted here, as are the contradictions between 
immigration and family law. The impact of the law on a 
young person’s experience and the way Deruba views the 
impact of the law on his life are the focus of the chapter.
In chapter 5, Heidbrink discusses the relationship 
between the federal government, NGOs, and young 
people. She draws upon materials collected at federal 
detention centres for unaccompanied migrant children 
who are waiting to be deported and eventually reunited 
with their families or put in foster care. While being 
cared for, however, they are essentially being detained 
as well. The way these institutions are structured and run 
is therefore reflective of how law enforcement and care 
intersect. Heidbrink tries to illustrate how migrant children 
experience this by sharing the stories of four incarcerated 
children. In doing so, she provides a critique of some of the 
conceptions driving the way children are treated in these 
centres, most notably the pathologization of child mobility. 
By focusing attention on the experiences of individual 
young people, she illustrates the various strategies they use 
to “evade, circumvent, resist, and confront” the ways in 
which they are positioned by such discourses (134).
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In chapter 6, the book discusses the extent to which 
children are able to realize their ambitions in the United 
States with special reference to their release from detention 
centres. The chapter considers and critiques the current 
sponsorship system, noting the amount of time it takes to 
identify and assess sponsors, for example, and how care 
standards are set. It also considers the risks associated 
with deportation. In doing so, the chapter reinforces the 
argument that children’s relationality “becomes both 
critical to the motivation for and the feasibility of migration 
but also problematic in the ways the state seeks to define 
and contain migrant youth” (155).
In the concluding chapter, Heidbrink returns to some 
of the contradictions in the American system’s way of 
dealing with unaccompanied migrant children. She 
emphasizes how discourses depict migrant children as 
both victims and deviants, thereby denying them the 
opportunity to be viewed as agents independent of their 
parents, something that leads them to become—in the 
legal sense—isolated from social and kinship networks. 
She emphasizes how, given this context, her goal has 
been to trace “how children and youth conceptualize, 
experience, and resist deportability” (159). They do this 
by cultivating a knowledge of the system, for example, 
and sharing this information with other migrant children. 
Some who have entered the United States successfully 
have become even more engaged, participating in 
rallies, marches, petitions, sit-ins, teach-ins, and other 
political activities. Finally, she notes that those who 
have been deported have often experienced not only 
legal difficulties but also social difficulties such as 
stigmatization upon returning to their country of origin, 
thereby illustrating the various ways in which children 
and families are affected by the deportability regime in 
the United States, depending on their circumstances.
Overall, the book is well written and engaging in 
its style of presentation. This is in part achieved by 
the way the material is presented. Despite the efforts 
Heidbrink makes to contextualize the experiences of 
migrant youth (by adopting an ethnographic research 
design involving multiple sites and methods), it is the 
stories and voices of the young research participants 
themselves that are typically the focus of each chapter. 
The children’s stories are presented in the form of 
vignettes or anecdotes but most effectively through direct 
quotations and written letters. This enables Heidbrink to 
fulfill her ambition of showing children’s “understandings 
of the law, institutional interventions, and their own 
best interests while taking precautions to guard against 
the manipulation of their experiences” (15). Readers 
are given a real glimpse into the lives and experiences 
of the participants, which allows for new readings and 
interpretations of their words.
Heidbrink’s thesis is based on the notion that children 
are agents in their own right. In order to engage critically 
with her work, it is therefore necessary to understand how 
she views the concept of agency. The specific definition 
she uses is one that attends to not only individualized 
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but also “historical and collective dimensions”: namely, 
the young people under study are “embedded in kinship 
networks and informed by their cultural context” (16). 
Hence, this is not a definition of agency that embraces 
free will, but rather one that emphasizes “responsibility, 
a form of belonging, or a mode of being” (20). Heidbrink 
recognizes the constraints migrant children act within as 
well as their reasons for exercising agency in certain ways.
Drawing on this definition of agency, Heidbrink 
succeeds in many respects to illustrate how migrant 
children navigate around structural constraints in order  
to achieve their goals. She also emphasizes the range  
of experiences migrant children have encountered in  
the United States. In my view, however, the theoretical 
basis for the study is insufficient when addressing how 
children actually change the law. As she puts it,  
“[T]hrough an examination of their everyday  
interactions and confrontations with institutional 
networks and legal systems, youth shape the very laws 
that govern their everyday lives” (19). This is a claim  
that does not appear to be adequately supported by  
the study findings, however, which point only to limited 
opportunities for migrant children to change the United 
States immigration system. Moreover, more might be  
said on the policy implications of the study, with  
concrete suggestions being put forward for how to  
make room for migrant children to exercise agency  
in the face of so many bureaucratic and structural 
constraints.
Aside from these minor criticisms, however, this book 
makes a unique and strong contribution to emerging 
studies on unaccompanied migrant children. It is an 
enjoyable read and is likely to provoke new modes of 
thinking among the various academics and stakeholders 
engaged with the highly complex and increasingly 
discussed topic of child migration.
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